Music in the Church

One of the things my cardiac surgeon told me before he released me from his care,
was, listen to your body, when it says it’s tired, take it easy and lay down for ten or
fifteen minutes. Well, | don’t need any urging when someone tells me to take it
easy, so | do exactly what the doctor says. | stretch out in our easy chair, grab my
iPad, clamp on the headphones, go to YouTube and listen to music; most often jazz
or maybe one of my favourite Cuban street bands with their rhythmic Latin beat.
No matter where in the world you may come from, music is the common language
that bonds us together. We take music for granted, it’s part of our daily life. Turn
on the radio or television, click on your computer or tablet and there it is. No matter
what your taste in music, there’s a style for everybody. Like so many of the things
we enjoy in today’s world though, our Neanderthal forebears never knew anything
like it.

It is generally thought that the earliest primitive form of music was used in ancient
religious ceremonies, and was percussive in nature, i.e. using rocks or sticks beaten
together to make sound. It is believed some form of singing likely originated in
prehistoric times before man even communicated by speech, and could be
associated more with the utterances of animal or bird sounds. This primitive
“singing” was used in “prayers” and incantations aimed at his/her gods.

Not surprisingly though, our distant relatives got tired of banging two sticks or
stones together to make sound. The development of musical instruments as we
know them, originated with Neanderthal man. A flute, dated at 60,000 years of age
is the oldest known instrument to come out of those ancient times. Starting about
2500 B.C. the lyre, the harp, the flute, lute, guitar and other instruments came out
of what we know as European and Asian countries, and the evolution of music
developed with it. Music in those days was primarily heard in various religious
ceremonies, and of course, the folk music of various provinces and countries
developed along with it.

However, man had nothing to do with the development of the simplest, most
musically versatile and accurate instrument of all; the human voice. This wonderful
instrument was a gift from God, and as man evolved, his ability to use this versatile
instrument to produce music evolved with it, and that early music was mainly
produced for use in religious ceremony. For instance, archaeological evidence



indicates that the Psalms were sung in the Hebrew temples as early as 800 B.C.E,
and most certainly, they were sung in Jesus’ time.

When | studied Music Composition and Orchestration with Dr. Roman Toi at the
Royal Conservatory of Music, it was a time-machine journey through the evolution
of music, as the student was expected to compose music as it would have been
sung/played back in earlier times, often in the courts of the rich and famous, but
most often in the churches. We are all familiar with early Renaissance church music,
such as would be composed by Giovanni da Palestrina and his contemporaries.
Whenever a TV or movie goes to a scene in an early church or monastery, you
almost always hear that beautiful one-line music being sung by a choir in the
background. So, for instance, when | was required to compose early Renaissance
music, | would have to use the musical “rules” of the period. But they weren’t
“rules” back then; that was the music at that point in the evolution of music that
the creative minds of the composers of the time had to work with. After that, |
would work through the period that produced the beautiful church music of Bach
and Handel, music that we still often sing today, and then | would work up through
the Classical period into Modern styles. We take our music for granted, but the next
time you open a hymnal, project your thoughts back to those days when the music
of the day was something as simple as beating two stones or sticks together.
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